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To Apple II users, Richard Garriott is best known as 
the person who created the Ultima series of games. 
His avatar, Lord British, is featured prominently in 
those titles. If you’re reading Explore/Create, 
Garriott’s new memoir, specifically for the story of 
Ultima, you’ll be disappointed. The original Ultima GAMER ADVENTURER PIONEER 
game gets exactly two paragraphs in this book. 


However, the book does a fine job of putting Ultima 
in context—both before the game was created and 
well after. The nerdy stuff begins with Garriott playing Dungeons and Dragons, then 
continues with the creation of Ultima’s predecessor, Akalabeth, and Garriott using his 
life savings of $200 to duplicate and distribute the game in plastic baggies. The context 
continues long after Ultima, with the creation of Ultima Online, one of the first 
massively multiplayer online roleplaying games; and the troubled MMORPG, Tabula 
Rasa. So despite passing over Ultima, readers looking for Garriott’s memories of 
creating video games do get a hearty dose. 


In Explore/Create, Garriott seems less interested in talking about the old days. At least 
half of the book is devoted to his world-traveling adventures—the “Explore” part of the 
title. Garriott dove to the wreck of the Titanic in a 20-ton submarine and flew to the 
International Space Station as a space tourist (as detailed in the documentary Man on a 
Mission). Given how many pages he devotes to these adventures, it’s these recent 
exploits that are clearly what he most wants to talk about. The number of paragraphs 
devoted to explaining how to poop in space far exceeds the space devoted to Ultima I. 


Garriott has had a thrilling life filled with adventures, and he seems to love telling 
stories about them. It has been said that we are each the hero of our own story. This 
seems especially true for Garriott, who casts himself as the pioneer, the intrepid 
trailblazer— again and again, almost to annoying effect. He boasts that his haunted 
houses were unparalleled anywhere; that Ultima Online was the first successful 
MMORPG, despite no one at Electronic Arts believing in it; and that he was the first 
second-generation American astronaut. That may all be true, but Garriott’s self- 
aggrandizing gets tiresome. Though the stories are interesting, Garriott himself seems 
like he would be insufferable to be around for longer than a cocktail party chat. 


When he manages to get out of his own way, by discussing problems and conflicts 
rather than patting himself on the back, Garriott’s stories are better. For instance, his 
telling of dealing with the explosion of users in Ultima Online is fascinating —right 
down to issues keeping the rivers stocked with virtual fish. The story of an epic 
argument with his brother (and co-founder of Origin Systems) over a pencil is a 
fascinating glimpse into the company’s struggles. “We definitely made a lot of mistakes 
in those early days as Robert and I learned how to run a business in an industry that 
was changing drastically every month,” he wrote. 


The book explores Garriott’s other interests, including geocaching, creating languages, 
searching for meteorites, and building interactive events for his friends. But he does 
give some love to the Apple II: “As far as I was concerned, there was no comparison 
between the Apple II and the IBM PC. ...[The PC] had no obvious advantages ...By 
every objective measure it was either similar to or a little worse than the Apple.” This 
opinion steered the company’s direction—one that the personal computing market 
didn’t match, nearly leading to the early end of the company. 


For Apple II fans looking for insight into a favorite game series and its creator, 
Explore/Create will deliver, but it may also remind them of the old adage: you 
shouldn’t meet your heroes. 
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